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WRITING ALONE? NOT FURLONG!
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INTRODUCTION
Writing is an important and often challenging academic requirement for students completing a thesis and for faculty
publishing the results of their research. Writing a thesis or research article requires substantial time and skills that may differ from
what is taught in writing classes. While academic institutions may offer writing support through writing centers, such centers may
not serve faculty or postdoctoral fellows and may not provide services to hone the skills needed to write a thesis or an article for a
scholarly journal. These skills include using accessible language for the intended audience, creating useful figures, finding literature,
selecting a journal, and retaining authorship rights. Libraries offer expertise in many of these areas and can leverage existing
relationships to partner with campus groups and writing experts to facilitate holistic writing support. At Dartmouth College, we the
authors have successfully offered five two-day writer’s retreats for a range of audiences that include faculty, researchers, postdoctoral
fellows, and graduate students in the biomedical and physical sciences.

WHAT IS A WRITER’S RETREAT?
A writer’s retreat provides a dedicated time and space for individuals to focus on their writing, develop and reflect on their
writing skills, and receive feedback on their writing from peers and writing specialists. Writer’s retreats include protected writing
time interspersed with structured activities led by librarians and other facilitators to help participants to develop writing skills and
work on a writing project. These activities may include didactic sessions, collaborative activities, and individual consultations.
Librarians are well-positioned to coordinate writer’s retreats because of their knowledge of personnel and departmental
resources across campus. Librarians can leverage their existing relationships or build new relationships by collaborating with those
who have expertise that will benefit participants. The first step in planning a retreat is to determine the audience and overall scope
of the retreat. Once this has been established, librarians should develop a timeline for implementation and a budget. Next, they can
contact potential collaborators. These people may work in the library (e.g., scholarly communication librarians, data visualization
specialists) or in other departments (e.g., writing tutors, writing instructors, faculty with experience as editors). Finally, librarians
can develop a retreat schedule.
Beyond planning, librarians play an important role during the retreat, from welcoming participants and leading group
discussions, to ensuring timely transitions, to holding individual meetings with participants. Librarians may also wish to lead didactic
sessions and facilitate peer review sessions.
Audience
When developing a retreat, it is important to first consider the library’s primary user group, as this will inform the type of
retreat to be designed. If the library’s primary user group is undergraduate students, librarians may wish to organize a retreat for
those writing an honors thesis. Graduate students may have broader needs, depending on the type of degree they are pursuing, and
where they are in the process. A research-based program may require students to publish a manuscript or participate in writing a
grant, while other programs may require a thesis or dissertation. Students in professional (MBA, MPH, etc.) programs may have
even more specific needs. Faculty, postdoctoral fellows, and non-faculty clinicians such as nurses and physician assistants are likely
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to be preparing a manuscript or a grant application. While it may be possible to group writers of manuscripts in the same retreat, it
may be worthwhile to focus on a particular grant type since application and experience requirements may vary significantly.
Building a Schedule
When creating a retreat schedule, consider what skills your participants will need to complete their writing project. Most
participants will value and benefit from consultations with writing specialists and librarians, which can be tailored to their individual
needs. Writing specialists can help participants to identify aspects of their writing that can be improved and provide suggestions for
addressing any problems. Librarians can help with a variety of issues such as managing references, finding important literature,
choosing a journal, and addressing author disambiguation.
Because of how difficult it can be to carve out regular time to write, protected writing time is one of the most valuable
components of a writer’s retreat. However, we recommend that librarians avoid scheduling very long blocks of writing time, as
writers may become fatigued or bored if given too much writing time at once. Instead, we recommend scheduling shorter writing
periods, interspersed with didactic sessions and group activities.
Didactic sessions can be customized to meet the needs of the audience. We have offered sessions such as how to begin the
manuscript writing process, how to retain authorship rights, and how to execute a comprehensive literature review. Librarians may
also wish to include sessions such as managing references, using productivity management tools, choosing an appropriate journal,
and how to manage a professional online identity.
One significant benefit of participating in a writer’s retreat is the experience of writing among peers. When developing a
retreat schedule, consider what opportunities are available for participants to get to know and learn from one another. Some
possibilities include time for participants to introduce themselves and share their project and writing goals, group lunch and coffee
breaks, and peer review sessions. Intentionally including time for participants to interact with one another can help to foster a sense
of community and help participants to feel supported. In some cases, these relationships may continue after the conclusion of the
retreat.

BEST PRACTICES
Marketing a Retreat and Accepting Participants
When developing a marketing strategy, consider which channels might be most useful in reaching your audience. If you
are offering a retreat for researchers writing grants, the Office of Sponsored Projects may be useful in helping to disseminate
information. If the retreat is targeted toward graduate students, consider contacting the dean of graduate studies, or the graduate
student council.
Regarding the number of participants, consider how many writers the librarians, the writing specialist(s), the size of your
space, and the budget can reasonably accommodate. Ideally, each participant will have enough time to meet individually with a
writing specialist and a librarian for a reasonable amount of time. We aim to have a group that is large enough to contain a variety
of expertise, while remaining small enough for everyone to engage and form relationships. Considering these aspects, we have
limited our retreats to 10-12 participants.
Retreats can benefit from an open registration or a competitive application process, depending on the audience and the
amount of interest. Open registration is easier to administer but participants who have invested time in completing an application
and have been selected to attend the retreat are more likely to attend and engage with the program and other participants. For many
of our retreats, we have selected participants by looking broadly at the applicant pool and choosing participants from a variety of
departments who were at a similar point in the writing process. In order for the structured activities to flow, we chose not to select
applicants who, for example, had a complete first draft, and writers who had only a rough outline. We also wanted researchers from
a variety of departments so they could read other participants’ work through a different lens and offer advice from the perspective
of a more general audience.
Creating a Schedule
Don’t underestimate the importance of a kickoff session. A kickoff session gives librarians and participants time to get to
know one another and learn about shared goals and about what each person is working on. Foregoing a kickoff session may result
in a lack of cohesion. Due to inclement weather, participants at one of our retreats missed the kickoff session, and we observed a
marked lack of camaraderie among the group.
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Participants provide consistent feedback that food is an important component of a successful retreat. Providing enough food
(breakfast, lunch, and snacks) and coffee keeps participants at the retreat, and reduces the need for them to leave the retreat in search
of their own food or coffee. Providing meals and a designated time to eat also gives participants time to build camaraderie. At the
time of the application, you may wish to inform prospective participants of your intention to provide meals, and ask that they advise
you of any dietary restrictions.
Assessment
Conducting an assessment of your retreat when it ends is critical to identifying ways to improve your retreat for the future.
Survey participants to find out what they found helpful and what they might change for next time. You may want to ask for ideas at
the end of the retreat while the retreat is still fresh in the minds of your participants and they can share ideas as a group, but it can
also be useful to allow some time for reflection first.

DEVELOPING A BUDGET
The most significant barrier you may encounter when developing a writer’s retreat often pertains to finding funding. If you
need to apply for internal or external funding, be sure to emphasize in your application the value of a writer’s retreat and why this is
an important initiative for your library and patrons. There are a number of different items which should be considered when you
develop a budget for a writer’s retreat, including sponsorship, food, consulting, space, handouts and supplies, and participant fees.
Sponsorship
You may reduce your library’s costs by identifying a coordinating department to offer full or partial sponsorship. Once you
have developed a budget, you may wish to approach a sponsor to support the full cost of the retreat, or a specific aspect of it, such
as lunch. If you receive sponsorship, be sure to discuss if and how the donor would like to be involved in the planning, execution,
and follow-up of the retreat.
Food
Catering is a costly, but recommended expense. For each retreat, we budgeted between $50 and $75 per person for food
and beverages; that amount covered the cost of two breakfasts, two lunches, and four snacks for a two-day retreat. You can reduce
your costs by purchasing beverages and snacks at a wholesale club.
Consulting
Depending on the scope and audience of your retreat, you may wish to hire an outside consultant to provide feedback on
writing and subject-specific materials. This is especially true if your target audience includes faculty or postgraduates, as researchers
at this level may appreciate a writing specialist with specialized knowledge of writing in their discipline. If you require an outside
consultant, be sure to budget for their consulting fee, transportation, lodging, and meals.
Space
When considering potential retreat locations, try to find a space that is large enough for people to spread out, but small
enough to create a sense of group belonging. If offering didactic and individual consultations, select a space that has rooms to
accommodate these sessions in proximity to the main writing space. Your library may or may not be an ideal location for your retreat.
You may also wish to hold your retreat in a location that removes participants far enough from their daily space so they feel more
committed and less likely to return to their offices, where they may become distracted.
Handouts & Supplies
You may wish to provide your participants with handouts, folders, notepads, pens, paper, or other writing supplies. Consider
whether these are readily available in your library or whether you will need to include them in your budget.
Participant Fees
Your budget may necessitate that you charge participants a fee to participate in a writer’s retreat, or you may decide to
charge a fee to increase the feeling of commitment among registered participants in an effort to increase attendance during the retreat.
If you decide to charge a fee, consider what amount is reasonable for your audience. Be aware that a fee may deter some individuals
from participating.
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OUTCOMES
Writer’s retreats provide participants with a rare opportunity to spend several consecutive days focusing only on their
writing. Participants are able to develop new writing skills and reflect on their writing and their writing process. They connect with
a network of people who can help support their writing including peers, librarians, and writing specialists. Because of the amount of
protected writing time offered by a retreat, participants are often able to write a substantial part of their grant, paper, or thesis, and
to gain confidence in their ability to complete their project.
As participants acquire shared knowledge and experience from a writer’s retreat and develop relationships with other
participants, they may wish to stay in touch with other retreat participants and continue to support one another. Our librarians have
suggested to participants that they form a writing group, and helped with the logistics of helping such a group get started. Writing
groups can take many different forms, but in general they are a group of people working on writing projects who meet regularly and
provide feedback on each other’s work and keep each other accountable to deadlines. We have made an effort to support writing
groups by providing spaces that such groups can use and offering to schedule meetings when necessary, but have otherwise
encouraged writing groups to be independent and to take whatever shape they desire.
Writer’s retreats offer beneficial outcomes for librarians as well. Retreats allow librarians to build and develop relationships
with departments on campus that support writing, such as writing centers and writing instructors. Librarians have the opportunity to
get to know retreat participants and learn about their research in a new way. Often the time and conversations that librarians and
participants share in a writer’s retreat lead to increased comfort, more developed relationships, and more interaction after the retreat
has ended, leading to new opportunities for librarians to support research.
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APPENDIX A
Sample Participant Schedule 1 - Writer’s retreat for graduate students and postdoctoral fellows
Day 1
Time

Activity

9:00-9:30

Welcome, kickoff, and goal setting

9:30-10:30

Group session: Scientific storytelling led by writing specialist

10:30-12:00

Free writing time

12:00-12:45

Lunch

12:45-1:30

Free writing time

1:30-3:00

Small group peer revision led by graduate peer writing tutor

3:00-3:30

Consultation with librarian

3:30-4:45

Free writing time

4:45-5:00

Wrap up and reflection

Day 2
Time

Activity

9:00-9:15

Kickoff and review goals

9:15-10:15

Free writing time

10:15-10:45

Consultation with graduate writing tutor

10:45-12:30

Free writing time

12:30-1:30

Lunch and learn on author rights led by scholarly communication librarian

1:30-3:00

Free writing time

3:00-4:00

Faculty panel: Insights on writing and publishing from three faculty editors

4:00-4:30

Wrap up and reflection

-WRITING ALONE? NOT FURLONG!-__________________

LOEX-2017

223

APPENDIX B
Sample Participant Schedule 2 - Writer’s retreat for faculty
Day 1
Time

Activity

8:00- 8:25

Check in, breakfast, and kickoff session

8:30- 9:30

Group session: Strategies for writing specific aims, facilitated by writing specialist

9:35- 10:05

Free writing time

10:10-10:40

Small group session: Peer revision of specific aims facilitated by writing specialist

10:45- 11:15 Free writing time
11:20- 11:50 Individual consultation with librarian
11:55- 12:25 Individual consultation with writing specialist
12:30- 12:55 Lunch
1:00- 2:55

Free writing time

3:00- 3:45

Peer feedback with small group

3:50- 5:00

Free writing time

5:05- 5:15

Wrap up and reflection

Day 2
Time

Activity

9:00- 9:15

Check in and breakfast

9:20- 10:20

Group session: Finding grant opportunities, facilitated by writing specialist

10:20- 11:00 Free writing time
11:05- 11:40 Peer feedback with small group
11:45- 12:00 Free writing time
12:05- 12:35 Lunch
12:40- 1:35

Group session: Complying with the NIH Public Access Policy

1:40- 2:15

Individual consultation with writing specialist

2:20- 4:40

Free writing time

4:45- 5:00

Wrap up and reflection
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APPENDIX C
Timeline for beginning the planning process.

3 Months

• Identify collaborators and funding sources
• Select a space (meeting rooms, writing space, etc)
• Create master agenda to be used for advertising
• Advertise and open application/registration

6 Weeks

• Select and notify participants if selected from
applicant pool
• Identify vendors and place catering orders
• Assign prep work for participants if relevant to retreat

1-2 Weeks

• Create participant agendas
• Print participant packets
• Shop for food
• Send reminders and logistical information
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